
ON Thursday 13 November,
LMC and AFBI jointly hosted
an important conference at

the Kings Hall in Belfast.  The
theme of the conference was
Adapting to Challenging Times;
The Role of Innovation in Beef
Production.  Over 200 delegates
attended the conference and the
presentations from the various
speakers were well received, with
strong engagement from the floor.  

The conference was officially
opened by Minister Michelle
O’Neill, who stressed the
importance of the ongoing work of
LMC and AFBI in the development
of the industry.  

Conall Donnelly of LMC gave the
opening presentation at the
conference with a briefing on the
state of the local and international
beef market.  Donnelly explained
that China was the powerhouse for
growth in the world beef market
with rising prices and growing
import demand.  Demand has
risen generally in Asia and with
tight supplies in the uSA, prices
there have risen rapidly making it a
very attractive proposition for beef
exporters.  

On a local level, Donnelly explained
that the Northern Ireland beef
farmers had benefited from tight
supplies in 2014, while factory
throughput in Ireland, GB and
europe generally was stronger this
year.  He went on to explain how

this was likely to be reversed in
2015, with tighter supply forecast
in the British Isles and the eu.  

However, he added that while tight
supply provides producers with
additional bargaining power and
helps to drive up prices amid
intense competition for cattle, it
offers no long term strategy for
developing the industry.  He
suggested that any strategy for
growth must involve  developing
access to key export markets in
Asia, the uSA and elsewhere,
which provide the strongest
opportunities for global import
growth in the next year.  Donnelly
finished by saying that by
extracting the most value out  of
the market solved only one part of
the equation.  He suggested that
producers  could make significant
gains from improved efficiency
which would help lower costs and
improve margins. This set the
context for the remainder of the
conference which focused on the
potential of producers and
processors to improve their
efficiency.  

Strong Potential for Improvement
Jim Freeburn’s presentation on
current practise and future
potential highlighted the capacity
within the industry to improve its
efficiency.  Freeburn highlighted
the range of efficiency on Northern
Ireland farms.  He explained that
the top 25% of producers were
leaving a margin, while the bottom
25% were making a significant
loss.  He went on to explain that
the top performers are getting
better and that the bottom
performers are getting worse.  

Freeburn’s talk centred on getting
the basics right, such as good
grassland management, making
efficient use of nutrients and good
levels of cow fertility.  He estimated
that 85% of fields in Northern
Ireland need remedial action for
soil PH, which indicates that there
is significant potential to improve
grassland efficiency on a large
proportion of farms.  

Freeburn also highlighted the
importance of meeting market
specification for cattle and drew
particular attention to the issue of
age and the failure of farmers to
slaughter their cattle by 24 months
of age at slaughter.  He estimated
that the cost of retaining cattle into
these older age groups was
costing the industry £10m per
year.  This is a significant cost in
feed alone, not to speak of the cost
to the industry of over 30/36
month cattle being out of spec for
key customer contracts. 
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AFBI - LMC BeeF CONFereNCe 
ADAPTING TO CHALLeNGING TIMeS: 

THe rOLe OF INNOvATION IN BeeF PrODuCTION

LMC economist Conall Donnelly
gave a detailed presentation on
the local and global beef market

Award winning beef farmer, Sam
Chesney spoke about innovations
that he applied on farm

Delegates at the LMC - AFBI Beef Conference in the Balmoral
Conference Centre on 13 November 2014
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Jim Freeburn highlighted the need
for farmers to acknowledge the
potential to reduce their input
costs and deliver a higher gross
margin per hectare and he
referred to the success of
producers like Sam Chesney
(suckler beef producer) in putting
innovation and technology into
practice on farms.  

Applying Innovation on Farm
Chesney gave an excellent account
of how he had managed to
embrace innovation on his farm,
while adhering to customer
specification.  

Chesney highlighted the
importance of adhering to
specification, but pointed out that
producers must be paid
appropriately for meeting more
demanding requirements.  He
informed the conference that he
finishes three broad groups of
cattle on his farm and that he
markets each group differently
based on the specification of
customers.  

Chesney highlighted the
importance of taking a step back
from your operations and availing
of “thinking time” to consider
different ways of doing things to
improve efficiencies. He gave a
strong account of how he has
benefitted from taking advice and
indicated that farmers should even
consider paying for advice on
production issues. He explained
the benefits he has accrued from
rotational grazing, use of grass
clover swards and making high
quality silage. He also outlined his
strict culling policy for
unproductive cows.  Sam Chesney
also spoke about selecting bulls on
the basis of estimated breeding
values (eBv) instead of “on sight”
which is not alone a reliable
measure of quality.  

The Power of BOvIS
The importance of making
production decisions based on
evidence was an important theme
of the mid-morning session at the
conference and Dr Steven
Morrison’s (AFBI) contribution on
the power of integrated data called
on producers to get greater use
from BOvIS which was launched
two years ago.  

BOvIS is an excellent  example of

the power of integrated data, given
that it combines APHIS records
with carcase data from NI abattoirs
to allow an evaluation of cattle
performance and benchmarking.  

Morrison highlighted the
importance of meeting market
specification in the most efficient
manner.  He referred to the point
made earlier by Jim Freeburn on
the benefits of slaughtering cattle
at 20-24 months of age from the
perspective of efficiency,
profitability and reducing carbon
footprint.  He demonstrated the
potential to make improvements in
this regard using data captured by
BOvIS, which showed that steers
slaughtered at 20 months of age
were just as likely to fall into weight
specification as steers slaughtered
at 30 months of age.  echoing the
points made by Sam Chesney
about the importance of
reproductive efficiency, he
explained how BOvIS was capable
of identifying inefficiency issues
and areas for potential
improvement.  Morrison also
highlighted the power of Bovis to
act as the framework for genetic
evaluations.  The potential of
genomics was cross cutting theme
at the conference and Morrison
made the point that if as an
industry we are serious about
genomics, we need to implement
mandatory sire recording on
Northern Ireland farms.  

Importance of research
Dr Francis Lively of AFBI gave an
insightful briefing on the
importance of research in the beef
sector.  He provided an update on
the findings on a number of
research projects, including those
examining the potential to improve
the fertility of suckler cows and
reducing the age of first calving.

Lively gave a detailed update on
findings from a research project
which examined the potential for
reducing the average age of first
calving within NI suckler herds.
Lively referred to fact that in 2010,
the  average age of first calving in
the NI suckler herd was 31
months.  

The objectives of this project were
to: establish mature cow live
weights; provide liveweight targets
for replacement heifers; provide
nutrition advice to achieve these
targets; monitor performance; and
develop an online growth
monitoring tool linked to BOvIS.  

The project established that in NI,
the mature weight of cows on NI
farms averaged 650kg across the
participating farms. establishing
the mature cow weight provided a
benchmark and offered scope to
consider the growth rates and
target weights for replacement
heifers.  

Participants aimed to have their
replacement heifers reach 60 per
cent of mature weight by 14
months and 85 - 90 per cent of
mature weight by first calving.  Dr
Lively highlighted the importance
of growth monitoring and
explained that a weighbridge was
an essential piece of equipment
on every NI beef farm. 

During the project 140 heifers
were calved down with heifers
monitored every four months from
6 months old until calving.  By the
end of the project the average
producer reduced their age at first
calving by four months. Dr Lively
explained that contrary to the
views of many producers, calving
at 24 months was achievable
without a high-concentrate diet.
However, he stressed the
importance of good quality silage
and grassland management in
achieving required growth rates to
achieve target weights.  

THe LMC / AFBI Conference
provided an excellent forum
for debate with plenty of

contributions from the floor from
beef producers.  One of the key
themes was the desire on behalf
of some farmers to move to a
different payment system based
on carcase yield or eating quality
which would replace the current
eurOP grid.  

Such a change was suggested
and endorsed by several
speakers and by other
contributors from the floor.  In the
discussion that followed Conall
Donnelly outlined that previous
studies have shown that the vIA
machine currently in place in NI
slaughterhouses can accurately
predict beef yield from carcases.
He added however, that before
such a change would be
undertaken, research would be
required to ensure that the
machine could reliably provide
carcase yield information in the
conditions where it is installed in
Northern Ireland.  He also
qualified that the current eurOP
system is operating well and is a
strong indicator of beef yield as
evidenced by various studies
previously undertaken.  

It is also important to add that the
eu currently requires member

states to comply with
classification and price reporting
legislation.  This means that if
individual factories or the entire
region moved towards a different
classification and payment
system, processors would still be
required to classify cattle
according to the eurOP grid and
report prices on this basis unless
there was a change  to current
legislation.   

While a change in the payment
system may be beneficial, it
would not be without its
complications.  For example,
should some NI plants move to
such a system and others not,
there would be difficulties for
farmers in comparing prices or
quotes between plants.  If NI
adopted such a payment system,
before other regions of the uK or
Ireland, it would also become
difficult to compare NI prices with
those elsewhere.  This could
create a lack of transparency.  

Such technology certainly has the
potential to held advance the
industry and improve the basis on
which carcases are valued.
However, any implementation
would have to be carefully
managed and subject to detailed
consideration by the industry to
ensure a smooth transition.  

DISCUSSION ON ALTERNATIVE
CARCASE EVALUATION SYSTEMS

Dr Steven Morrison, Head of
Sustainable Livestock Systems,
AFBI
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Full video coverage of the LMC
/ AFBI Conference is available
online on the AFBI YouTube
channel.  

Simply follow go to the following
address: 

http://tinyurl.com/q8a6qb3

Alternatively you will find content
online by searching for AFBI /
LMC Conference YouTube. For
those producers who do not
have access to the internet,
LMC will be publishing a
conference DvD and circulating
it in the next issue of LMC
Quarterly.  

Tom Hind of Tesco was perhaps
one of the most keenly anticipated
speakers at the conference.  Mr
Hind delivered a paper on “What
the customer wants”, focusing
strongly on important issues that
have been driving changes in
consumption habits.  

He explained how over the last 50
years, households have become
more fragmented with fewer
families sitting down together at
meal time.  Mr Hind also outlined
how consumers have become
more time-poor, with the average
family now spending only 30
minutes preparing meals, down
from 1hour in 1980.  He alluded to
the fact that the average
household has become smaller
and pointed out that disposable
income has increased.

Mr Hind spoke about how some of
the trends that emerged as a
result of the recent recession have
become cemented into the way
customers shop.  He said that
customers are budgeting more,
wasting less, comparing prices
frequently and shopping around
more as well. With regards to beef,
Mr Hind explained that
penetration of beef among British
shoppers remains high with three
out of four households buying beef
at least once a week.  However,
the volume of red meat
consumption is falling and he
explained that nearly one in three
red meat eaters limit how much
they buy because of cost.  

He said that for Tesco customers
value for money was the most
important factor in the buying
decision, closely followed by
quality and speed/ease of
preparation.  These factors explain
why mince remains the most
popular beef product in the uK.
He explained that poultry provides
the stiffest competition for beef in
the retail market and added that
chicken is seen as a more
versatile, affordable meat
compared to beef for many time-
poor households.  

To drive sales of beef, he
explained that with value for
money being the most important
factor, Tesco have been
considering how to reduce price of
products that matter the most to
consumers, like of mince and
steaks.  He explained how those

customers focused on budgeting
prefer to buy based on fixed
weight and price.  Because of this,
Tesco launched a £3 steak range
to help stem the decline in
consumption and this received a
positive response from customers
with a significant uplift in sales.  

He also explained that provenance
remains important, with many
customers preferring to buy British
where they can, as it is seen as a
wider hallmark for quality. He
added that customers also  trust
Danish bacon, New Zealand lamb
and Irish beef.  He also explained
that there are some generational
differences among customers with
regards to the importance of
provenance, with younger people
perhaps placing less emphasis on
provenance than older people.
This may be a driver for change in
the market in the future.  

He concluded that as a supply
chain we need to ensure that red
meat products remain affordable
relative to chicken in particular. He
said that the higher value cuts of
beef need to be matched by the
quality of the products so that
customers can justify spending
more on something that they
perceive to be better.  He added
that the quality of the product
must be consistent so that there is
the same experience every time.  

He said that this means that they
offer products that cater for these
trends.  With convenience
important this means offering red
meat in a way that is easy to
prepare and consume.  He
stressed the importance of
working with farmers and
processors to ensure that the end
product is consistently shaped,
consistently sized and fits neatly
into a retail pack that sells itself
well to customers. 
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THe potential of genomics
to help improve production
efficiency in the Northern

Ireland beef industry was a
cross-cutting theme at the LMC
AFBI conference.  

Genomics is a scientific field
that examines the DNA
sequence to establish the link
between genetics and key
performance indicators such as
growth rate, disease resistance,
feed efficiency, fertility, docility,
longevity and eating quality.  

The potential benefits of
developing a genomics
programme in Northern Ireland
were highlighted in the Agri-Food
Strategy Board report and the
2013 LMC report on regional
price disparities.

Professor Graham Plastow from
the university of Alberta in
Canada was one of the
conference keynote speakers
who addressed this issue in
detail.  He is CeO of the
Livestock Gentec Centre, a
company set up to
commercialise the benefits of
livestock genomics.  

Professor Plastow spoke about
new age of the genome
sequence and the reducing cost
of genetic sequencing.  He
explained how initial exercises in
genetic sequencing of livestock
were particularly expensive.  He
gave the example of a $50m,
four year project which
culminated in 2009 with the
publication of the genetic
sequence of a Hereford cow.
Last year the Canadian Cattle
Genome project sequenced over

300 bulls over a 12 month
period at a cost of $2,500 per
bull.  

Professor Plastow predicted that
in 10 years time the cost of
obtaining the entire genome
sequence will be reduced to
$100 per animal.  He added
that the volume of available
information from previous
sequencing exercises means
that the cost of using this
technology may currently be
even as low as $50 per animal.
This can be achieved by
capturing a snapshot of the
genetic sequence  from a given
animal and using that data in
conjunction with previously
captured information to
extrapolate the animals entire
genetic sequence.  

He explained how the reduced
cost of this technology opens up
the door for precision
agriculture through the use of
genetic assisted management.
This basically involves selecting
the right genetics depending on
different types of management,
environment and markets.  

Northern Ireland is well-placed
to develop a genomics
programme, given the volume of
available data.  Steven Morrison
had previous explained that
BOvIS provides an excellent
framework for genetic
evaluations.  Morrison explained
that other regions of the world
are pushing ahead with genetic
evaluation of herds, including
the republic of Ireland.  With
this in mind, it is vital that
Northern Ireland is not left
behind in this regard.  

THE AGE OF GENOMICS AN IMPORTANT
THEME AT CONFERENCE

Tom Hind, Director of Agriculture,
Tesco

CONFERENCE COVERAGE AVAILABLE 
ONLINE

KEY RETAIL TRENDS EXPLORED
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BASIC EXPLANATION OF NEW CAP SUPPORT FRAMEWORK IN NI 

ONe of the most important
presentations given at the
conference was by Norman

Fulton who explained how the
Common Agricultural Policy will be
implemented in Northern Ireland
from 2015.  He explained how the
system is changing and the impact
of these changes on the industry.  

Mr Fulton explained that in
Northern Ireland there will be
three elements to the support
framework:  the Basic Payment
Scheme (68% of budget); the
Greening Payment (30%) and
Young Farmers’ Payment (2%).  

Basic Payment Scheme
Those who have claimed the Single
Farm Payment (SFP) in 2013 will
have access to the Basic Payment
Scheme (BPS) and the minimum
claim size is three hectares.  All
SFP entitlements will be cancelled
at the end of 2014 and new BPS
entitlements will be allocated in
2015.  The total value of SFP
entitlements held on 15 May 2014
will be used to calculate the initial
value per hectare of BPS
entitlements allocated under CAP
reform.  All eligible land on the

holding must be declared.  From
2015 - 2021 there will be a
transition to a flat rate payment in
seven equal steps.  

Greening Payment
The Greening Payment is
inseparable from the BPS and will
only be paid on land claimed for
the BPS.  Farmers who claim the
BPS, must also abide by the
greening obligations and will
receive the Greening Payment as
well. The value of the Greening
Payment will be calculated as a
percentage of the BPS
entitlements held by each
claimant.  Producers who start
with high value entitlements, will
receive a higher Greening Payment
per hectare.  Producers starting
with low value entitlements will
receive a lower greening Payment.
The Greening Payment will
transition to flat rate at the same
speed as the basic payment
entitlement.  

The greening requirements will be
assessed on all eligible land in the
holding, although the payment will
be only on land where the BPS is
claimed.  This is an important point

for producers who may take in
conacre land in the future, where
they may have no entitlements, but
on which they will have greening
obligations.  There are three broad
greening requirements.  These are
to have permanent grassland; crop
diversification; and ecological
focus areas (eFAs).  For most beef
and sheep farmers who will only
have grassland, this means that
they do not need to make any
adjustment.  Only arable
producers need to be concerned
with crop diversification and eFAs,
although this may include some
beef / sheep producers that sow
barley or other arable crops on a
scale larger than the exemption
thresholds.  

Young Farmers Scheme
The Young Farmers Scheme
operates as a top up payment to
the BPS and to qualify the young
farmer must be head of holding.
Claimants must be younger than
40 years of age in the first year of
the BPS and have a Level 2
qualification in agriculture.    

A maximum of 90 hectares can be
claimed under the Young Farmers

Scheme for a maximum of 5 years.
The maximum payment is €84/ha,
although this may be scaled back
if necessary as the value of the
Young Farmer Scheme must not
exceed two per cent of total direct
payments in Northern Ireland. 

New entrants
Farmers who never held SFP
entitlements will be allocated
entitlements if they produce
evidence that they were involved in
production on 15 May 2013.  

regional reserve
New entrants to farming, including
Young Farmers, may be allocated
entitlements under the regional
reserve which will be established
by the Department. New entrants
and Young Farmers who wish to
access the regional reserve must
also hold at least a Level II
qualification in agriculture (or
subject containing at least a farm
business management module).
The regional reserve may also be
used by the Department to
allocate payment entitlements to
those who were prevented from
doing so under force majeure or
exceptional circumstances. 

Over recent years, it has
been widely reported and
acknowledged that beef

farmers have been heavily
dependent on the Single Farm
Payment.  In 2013 it was reported
that the single farm payment
accounted for 87 per cent of total
income from farming in Northern
Ireland.  

With direct subsidies gradually
moving to a flat rate over the next
seven years there will be
significant redistribution of the
CAP budget in Northern Ireland,
not to mention the decline the
overall size of the budget which will
impact payments generally.  

Norman Fulton explained that in
nominal terms, the value of direct
payments from europe have
remained the same over the last
20 years, meaning that with
inflation, the real value of direct
payments had been eroded.  For
much of the last round of the CAP
(until 2014), this had been
masked to some degree by a
strong euro which meant that in

sterling terms the value of direct
payments were stronger.  

Norman Fulton highlighted that on
a general level, there will be
reductions in direct payments to
cattle producers over the next
seven years.  This is illustrated in
Table 1, with Cattle and Sheep DA
and Lowland projected to be the
most seriously affected based on
current entitlements. By contrast,
mixed farms in the SDA stand to
see an increase in direct payments
by the end of the next round of
CAP.  

Fulton also illustrated however,
that there will be winners and
losers across all farm types.  He
went onto explain how in 2015
producers have an opportunity to
mitigate the impact of the reforms
on their business, to some extent,
by making changes to the way in
which they distribute their
entitlements. 

For example, the average SFP
value in 2013 in NI was €457/ha
for cattle and sheep in the lowland.

For cattle and sheep farms in the
DA, the average SFP value was
€428/ha.  With the convergence
towards flat rate, these values will
be significantly lower by 2021.
However, an active farmer, who is
able to spread their entitlements
may be in a position to receive
higher payments going forward.
Those more intensive producers
who do not have the available land
over which to spread their
entitlements will be facing reduced
direct payments.  

He added that the exclusion of
non-Farming landowners from the
direct payments would potentially
allow for the redistribution of
around £75m which could be

claimed by active farmers
spreading their entitlements
across conacre.  

Mr Fulton concluded by outlining
the fundamental purpose of
Common Agricultural Policy as
implemented in NI.   He explained
that it is not about supporting or
enhancing production, but that it is
about income support.  He
explained that with the value of
that support falling in real terms,
Pillar 1 support does not offer a
foundation for building a
sustainable sector.  He suggested
that improved efficiency and
serving the market were key to
building a sustainable industry. 

PROJECTED IMPACT OF CAP REFORM IN NI

Farm Type
Current SFP
Distribution -
2013 (€m)

After Full
Convergence

(seven years) (€m)

Cattle SDA 54 49.8 (-8%)
Mixed SDA 20.7 24.3 (+17%)
Cattle and Sheep DA 53.4 40.7 (-24%)
Cattle and Sheep Lowland 49.8 35.5 (-29%)

LMC / AFBI CONFERENCE - ADAPTING TO CHALLENGING TIMES

Table 1. Distribution of Direct Payments by Farm Type (full flat rate)
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SPECIAL REPORT ON SUSTAINABILITY

IN follow up to an internationalconference in Denver Colorado
in 2010 where ranchers,

producers, processors, academics,
pharmaceutical companies,
environmentalists, restaurant
chains and retailers from around
the world gathered to discuss
sustainable beef the Global
Roundtable for Sustainable Beef
(GRSB) was formed in 2012.

The mission of the GRSB, which is
headquartered in Colorado
Springs USA is to advance
continuous improvement in global
beef value chain sustainability
through leadership, science and
multi-stakeholder engagement
and collaboration. The current
president is Cameron Bruett, head
of corporate affairs at JBS, the
largest beef processor in the world.  

The GRSB currently has 61
members from civil society,
commerce and processing,
production & retail as well as 13
observing members. One of the
driving forces involved in the GRSB
is McDonalds, which is of course a
very important customer of the
Northern Ireland beef industry. 

The Sustainable Agriculture
Initiative (SAI) Platform, of which
LMC is a member, is a full member
of GRSB.  In 2014 the GRSB
staged its first global conference

on sustainable beef in Sao Paulo
Brazil from 2-5 November with the
theme "building a vision for our
future".  Approximately 250
delegates from around the world
attended, mostly from the
Americas and Europe. LMC was
represented by Conall Donnelly
and Ian Stevenson.  

Principles adopted by GRSB
At the conference the GRSB
formally adopted a set of
Principles and Criteria for defining
Global Sustainable Beef. The core
principles are Natural Resources,
People &The Community, Animal
Health & Welfare, Food, Efficiency
& Innovation.  Details of these are
available on the GRSB website;
www.grsbeef.org. 

These principles are not intended
as measures of performance but
as common baseline definitions
and foundations that regions
around the world can use to meet
their needs.  The intention is not
for GRSB to set standards or
create certification programmes
but to provide a framework for
regions around the world to
develop their own approaches to
advancing improvements in the
sustainability of their domestic
beef sectors. A so called "glocal"
solution - global issue with local
approaches.

Continuous Improvement a Key
Objective 
Looking forward the Executive
Director of GRSB, Ruaraidh Petre
advised that the intention was for
GRSB to grow its membership and
work, wherever possible, with
other initiatives and regional
roundtables around the world to
assist with continuous
improvement in sustainability.
Working groups have been
established within GRSB to
develop further guidance to
accompany each of the criteria
and the aim is to publish this in the
first quarter of 2015.

Triple Bottom Line
The concept of sustainability
requires that industry measure
their success in social and
environmental terms, as well as in
economic terms.  This so-called
“triple bottom line” is illustrated in
the diagram below.  

in the media, at a European level,
the sustainability debate around
beef production has been very
much driven with the
environmental aspect in mind.
While the environmental aspect is
important, it is no more important
than the economic or social
sustainability of beef production. 

There are those campaigners,
lobbyists and interest groups that

would advocate a policy of reduced
livestock numbers and beef
production around the world, as a
means of reducing the world’s
agricultural carbon footprint. 

Such a narrow focus is not helpful
in the context of the wider
sustainability debate.  It does not
consider the needs of a growing
global population and increasing
demand for protein.  Furthermore,
such arguments do not take
account of the key fact that
livestock farmers often use
otherwise unproductive land for
the production of edible protein.  

Freezing the carbon footprint 
At the GRSB conference, Dr
Claudia Garcia, Senior Director,
Global Market Access of Elanco
spoke about whether the world has
enough beef now and into the
future. 

With global beef consumption
levels expected to grow from their
2010 levels of 182g per capita per
week to 194g per capita per week
by 2050 an additional 43% beef
would be needed to satisfy this
demand. This is equivalent to an
additional 710 million cattle and
buffalo at today’s farming
practices. 

He explained that the challenge
therefore is to freeze the
environmental footprint of beef
production and use innovation to
produce more beef from existing
resources. He suggested that
trade increases sustainability by
allowing efficient beef production
to take place in areas with
resources and moving the beef
which is produced to those areas
that need it.  

Maintaining Social Licence
Given the perceived strength of the
of the anti-meat lobby,
communication is a critical
element in the industry's strategy
to deliver and promote
sustainability outcomes. 

Charlie Arnot, CEO of the US based

UPDATE FROM THE GLOBAL CONFERENCE ON
SUSTAINABLE BEEF

Sustainability is about more than just the environment.  Truely sustainable beef production must be socially
responsible and economically viable as well as being environmentally sound. 
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center for food integrity spoke
about the 'social licence to
operate'. He explained that as long
as the beef industry operates
responsible self-regulation and
acts sustainably, society will give it
licence to operate.  However, if the
industry does not engage in
responsible practises, that social
licence will ultimately be
withdrawn and public regulation
will be exercised to ensure that it
operates responsibly.  

There are real threats to the beef
sector’s social licence including
the sector's contribution to climate
change, health concerns about
eating red meat, the sector's
utilisation of water and other
resources etc. Arnot suggested
that if the industry is doing the
right things for the right reasons
then it should claim the ethical
high ground in order to maintain its
social licence and to limit the
burden of public regulation. 

Better Communication Required
Taking the ethical high ground
requires the food industry to
engage effectively with the public
by communicating its
sustainability credentials based on
proper evidence and research.
This was an area that was
highlighted by Dr. Frank
Mitloehner, former Chair, of the
FAO’s Livestock Environmental
Assessment and Performance
Partnership. 

He highlighted the importance of
communication and challenging
the improper use of scientific
evidence and reports.  He
acknowledged that the agricultural
sector has a job to do with regards

to reducing its emissions.
However, he explained that energy
and not agriculture remained the
most significant contributor to
greenhouse gases. 

He highlighted the casual way in
which some lobbyists and
commentators have mis-
represented evidence to give an
overly negative picture of the beef
sector’s environmental impact,
particularly in comparison to
transport.  

The importance of perception
Challenging negative perceptions
is important, but so too is
communicating the achievements
that have been made in terms of
continuous improvement by the
beef industry. This is something
that is often overlooked.  For
example, McDonalds cited an
example from its own experience -
100% of its filet 'o' fish offerings
are from verified sustainable
sources but this is not widely
known by its customers.  

This was highlighted by Francesca
DeBiase, vice president for
strategic sourcing & sustainability,
worldwide supply chain at
McDonald's. 

McDonalds is one of the main
driving forces behind the GRSB
and is committed to the evolution
and continuous improvement of
the beef industry worldwide.
McDonalds has 35,000
restaurants serving 70 million
customers every day in 125
countries. McDonalds accounts for
2% of global beef and is supplied
by 5.5 million farmers annually. 

DeBiase said that people like
eating beef but feel guilty about
eating it all the time and that now
was a great opportunity to get
dialogue going to make people feel
good about the food they eat.
McDonalds has recently
announced that it will be starting
in 2016 to source 'verifiable'
sustainable beef. It sees the GRSB
as a strategically important global
framework to spearhead
continuous improvement in the
sector and welcomed the
publication of the GRSB principles
and criteria for sustainable beef. 

Regionally McDonalds would like
to see local indicators being
developed to measure progress on
sustainability and will be lending
its support to further farm based
projects. McDonalds made clear
that it's approach was not one of
mandating  change, rather it was
about collaboration to bring about
improvements.

It is estimated that McDonalds
account for around an eighth of NI
beef sales.  Aside from any moral
imperative to engage in
sustainability initiatives, it is
important on a purely practical
level, given the importance of the
issue to major customers of the NI
industry.  

Sustainability in Practise Globally
Sustainability means different
things depending where in the
world production is taking place.
In regions like Australia, there are
significant concerns about the
sustainable use of water resources
and in Brazil there are concerns
about deforestation.  In parts of
the USA soil degradation is an
issue.  In other areas, workers
rights is an issue. 

With many areas of the world
struggling to develop programmes
and to get all relevant parties
collaborating on sustainability,
Europe appears to be leading the
world in the area of continuous
improvement, through exercises
like the SAI Platform.  Roundtables
have been formed in a number of
countries including Canada and
Brazil but they are still at very early
stages of effecting positive
change. 

The SAI Platform, of which LMC is a
member, is an excellent vehicle for
keeping engaged with and helping
to steer the global work of GRSB
and many delegates at the event

were impressed with the work
already being done by SAI
members in the area of
sustainability. 

Sustainability in Northern Ireland
In the global context, Northern
Ireland is a relatively efficient and
appropriate place to produce beef,
particularly since much of the
available land in NI is only suitable
for grass production and there is
an abundant supply of water. 

However, we do have our own
challenges with the efficiency of
production and competitiveness
among others. There is no
question that many inefficient
production practises exist in
Northern Ireland and these are
areas we can improve upon as a
region.  

Continuous improvement is
essential to address the economic
reality that beef production for
many farmers is an unprofitable
enterprise.  This lack of profitability
will become an even greater threat
to the sustainability of the beef
industry here as income support
through the EU Common
Agricultural Policy begins to
decline. 

The industry here is making
important strides with regards to
addressing these challenges, with
a strong emphasis on improving
efficiency as a means of improving
margins at farm level.  The
potential for improvement was
covered in detail at the recent LMC
- AFBI Beef Conference where it
was clear from speakers that
these issues are being addressed
by industry.  These efforts are
underpinned by good working
relationships and arrangements in
place between government,
industry, research and knowledge
transfer specialists which are
essential in supporting progress.
There is a good model in place in
NI to deliver continuous
improvement and it is important
that this is protected. Ultimately, to
survive, beef producers will need
to improve their efficiency. This is
not a “one time“ exercise and
continuous improvement is
required to remain profitable.
More efficient production will
ultimately have benefits from an
environmental and social
perspective and will give
reassurance to customers that the
industry here is committed to
sustainability.  
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SPECIAL REPORT ON SUSTAINABILITY

Literature from a European Burger chain. The advertisement shows a
tofu burger, turkey burger and a beef burger.  The blue bubbles show the
carbon footprint of the burgers on sale so customers can make a
decision on CO2 emissions as well as price.  
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